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Introduction
Education around invisible disabilities is not typically included in elementary school
curriculum. An invisible disability may be defined as “an umbrella term that captures a whole
spectrum of hidden disabilities or challenges that are primarily neurological in nature” (Disable
World 2022). When you have a curriculum talking about invisible disabilities, it addresses these
issues and educates the children more about invisible disabilities. When elementary school
children don’t learn about invisible disabilities, they will form biases on their peers who have an
invisible disability and be misinformed on what some of these disabilities actually are. I created a
three-day lesson for fourth graders at Spreckels Elementary School in Spreckels, California.
Need Statement
The topic of invisible disabilities is not discussed in elementary school curriculum. Many
children and some educators may not have heard or learned about invisible disabilities. In
today’s world, there are sources telling others inaccurate information or misrepresenting invisible
disabilities. Since children at this age, nine to ten years old, are starting to understand more
complex topics, they are old enough to receive correct and accurate information about invisible
disabilities. The lack of curriculum and understanding of invisible disabilities leads to
misunderstanding of what is an invisible disability and mistreatment of those who have an
invisible disability.
The topic of invisible disabilities is largely absent and the only times when invisible
disabilities are discussed, they are likely to be misrepresented. For example, when watching
television shows that have some kind of disability representation, the representation may not be
accurate to what the actual disability is (Yager 2016). This kind of harmful misrepresentation
leaves people being misinformed about how people with an invisible disability act and the
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symptoms that come with disability. When a child meets another child with an invisible
disability, they might question the child and wonder why the child’s symptoms don’t add up to
the ones they saw from somewhere else.
Educators also benefit from being informed about invisible disabilities as well. The needs
of children with invisible disabilities are often overlooked in comparison to those with visible
ones (Kiesel, et al. 2018). When looking at the difference between how people with visible and
invisible disabilities were treated in a school setting, one study found that people who had a
visible disability were most likely to have their needs and accommodations met sooner by the
staff. Oftentimes when children tell a staff member about their needs, there is a possibility the
staff member will not believe them since educators have a different idea of what that disability
looks like and how children should be acting (Kiesel, et al. 2018). Since the disability is hidden,
children with invisible disabilities may also be accused of wanting special attention or treatment
from staff since they act like they do not have a disability, so it is harder for people to believe
what they are saying (d’Erizans, et al. 2019). Students with an invisible disability may fear that
they will not get the help they need because of outdated criteria or the fact that staff will not
believe them and are only looking for attention (Kiesel, et al. 2018). Educators need to be
educated on invisible disabilities because as an educator, they should know how to cater to those
with an invisible disability.
For people with an invisible disability, their social development will be negatively
impacted. Students with an invisible disability struggle with forming relationships and
friendships because there is this fear that people would pity them, be scared or repulsed about
who they are when they tell others about their disability (Henning 2007). Disabilities like autism
have violent outbursts or being very blunt as part of the symptoms which further hinders their
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ability to make connections and relationships which is a lose lose situation at times (Livingston,
et al 2013). So on one hand, they don’t know how others would react when they do open up
about their disability yet at the same time they are seen as “the weird kid” to others based on
their symptoms. The lack of education and awareness about the symptoms for some of these
disabilities are affecting how those with a disability form relationships and in turn affect part of
their social development.
The lack of awareness and not knowing the challenges, symptoms, and anxieties of
people with invisible disabilities are mainly due to the lack of curriculum (Henning 2007).
Misinformation and misrepresentation paints a different picture that hurts the invisible disability
community in the end. Both students and educators will then carry on this misinformation and
won’t treat or give the correct help for students with an invisible disability. At the end of the day,
it’s those students with an invisible disability that’ll lose out on key social interactions because
they are scared of how their peers would treat them if they found out about their disability. It’s so
important for students and staff to understand what invisible disabilities are and how to correctly
help and treat those with an invisible disability. For that reason, that’s why this project will
educate elementary school children on what is an invisible disability as well as how to help and
treat those with an invisible disability.
Development
Social development is an important part of middle childhood. At this age, children start to
make this transition from preschoolers into individuals who can form their own opinion. They
start to be more empathetic towards others and consider their feelings more than just focusing on
themselves. In this stage of development, they no longer have to be reminded to treat others the
way one wants to be treated but now we can still learn more about complex emotions (Mah &
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Ford 2012). As they learn more about new emotions, it’s important to elaborate on what these
feelings are and some appropriate ways to use and deal with these emotions as part of their social
development.
As mentioned before, children at this age are starting to learn more complex emotions,
most notably empathy. Empathy can be described as understanding someone else's feelings and
emotions. One part of empathy is to detect when someone is in distress and try to help them out
in that situation (Mcdonald & Messenger 2011). Some of the ways they learn empathy is through
examples that they see adults do or show them behaviors that are acceptable (Mcdonald &
Messenger 2011). By showing or teaching them how to act in a certain scenario, they are able to
model what they have learned from their caregivers. Another key factor to empathy development
includes the environment the child is growing up in. When a child is in an environment that
encourages expressing emotions or has interactions with others who encourage emotional
expression and are able to observe those kinds of interactions, it will enhance their empathy
development (Thompson & Gullone 2003). By giving children an environment where they can
learn about different emotions and examples on how to deal with different emotions will help
children develop a better sense of empathy. As the child develops in this kind of environment,
their empathy skills will also flourish as time goes on.
With the development of empathy, children are able to understand why someone is
feeling a certain way and want to help them feel better (Mcdonald & Messenger 2011). As part
of their social development, empathy is just one of the new key developments for middle aged
children (Mah & Ford 2012). With that being said, they should also be able to treat people with
an invisible disability respectfully and understand why they need to be accomodating with that
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certain individual. Their social skills when interacting with someone with an invisible disability
will improve through this interactive project.
Consideration to Diversity
The participants are a class of twenty seven fourth graders at Spreckels Elementary
school. According to the School Accountability Report Card (SARC 2021), of the school
population, 15.50% are socioeconomically disadvantaged, 6% of students have a disability, 6%
are English learners, and .20% are migrants. When looking at the racial and ethnic demographics
for this elementary school, 48.6% of students are White, 39.1% are Latino or Hispanic, 7.4% are
mixed-race, 2.9% are Asian, 1.1% are Filipino, 0.6% didn’t send in a response, and 0.2% are
Native Hawian or Pacific Islander (SARC 2021). Given all the information, I expect the
classroom to represent the overall population at this school based on my previous experience
with this school. Two demographics who may be affected by this project the most will be those
who are English learners and those with a disability. This presentation will be taught in English,
and this topic is complex and may be challenging for those who are not fluent in English. The
SARC report does not specify what kind of disabilities may be present, so I have to take into
consideration that part of the 6% of those students may have a learning disability may be in this
class. However in the class I was in, one of the students is hard of hearing and has an interpreter
with him in the classroom so I made sure all of the contect I presented was accurate.
Since there are many kinds of invisible disabilities, I made sure to include different ones
that highlight some disabilities the participants may encounter. Some of the invisible disabilities I
included were dyslexia, diabetes, epilepsy, and cardiovascular disease. I also included some
visible disabilities since I compared invisible disabilities to visible ones. The visible ones that I
use are cerebral palsy, people who use a wheelchair, down syndrome, and amputees. When
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planning and presenting my lesson plan, I used language that was age appropriate for the
participants. However this lesson plan can be used for all elementary school children since it
breaks down the basics of what is an invisible disability and how to help in a child friendly
manner.
Learning Outcomes

By the end of this project, the participants will:
1. Differentiate a visible disability from an invisible disability.
2. Demonstrate two ways to help someone with an invisible disability.
3. Describe two successful actions when interacting with someone with an invisible
disability.
Methods
Day One
I first introduced myself to the class and told them a little bit about myself. After I did my
introductions, I asked them what they know about disabilities and their own definition of
disabilities. Afterwards I revealed the actual definition of a disability with the presentation I
provided. See Appendix A for the presentation. I then asked the class what they know about a
visible disability. After they gave me what they knew and I gave them some examples. I then
asked them what they know about an invisible disability. After they told me their own
understanding, I gave them a definition for what an invisible disability is and further explained
how visible and invisible disabilities are different. After I gave them the definition, I showed the
class a two minute video that further explained the concept of an invisible disability
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ULCK4A1lqqc). After that, I did a fun activity where I gave
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them a symptom of a visible or invisible disability where they have to figure out whether or not
it’s part of the visible or invisible disability spectrum. The way this activity went is that a
symptom for a certain visible or invisible disability was shown and the participants guessed if it’s
part of a visible or invisible disability. For example, on the screen the prompt “Someone who is
in a wheelchair has…” from there the students will have to guess if they have a visible or
invisible disability. The activity was done through the actual slideshow using the transitions
feature for the activity. This will go on twelve times, and after the last one, I’ll do a recap of this
day ending day one. My time during day one took an hour to complete the whole thing.
Day Two
The first thing I did was ask them the question “What is an invisible disability” in order
to see what they remember from the previous day. After I review invisible disabilities, I made a
segway into how they can help someone with an invisible disability by giving some examples
and talking about how to help them and why it helps them with the slideshow in the background.
The examples used were things like being patient with them and giving them space if they need
it. I asked the class to give me some of their examples of some ways they can help someone with
an invisible disability to see their understanding. Afterwards, I went into how to treat someone
with an invisible disability by giving examples of what they can do like not outcasting them and
treating them just like how you want to be treated with the slideshow. I asked them what are
some other ways to treat someone with an invisible disability to see their understanding of it. I
showed them a two minute video that includes more information about how to treat people with
an invisible disability after I talked about it
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iG3pQp6HoQM&feature=emb_imp_woyt). After we went
over the video, I introduced the poster project to them about thirty minutes in. The poster project
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is a group activity where students were broken up into groups of nine and they made a poster that
spread awareness about invisible disabilities that were shared with the class on the last day. In
each poster, the students must include at least one of the following: a definition of what an
invisible disability is, three ways to help someone with an invisible disability, and three ways on
how to treat someone with an invisible disability. They were told that they could do more than
one topic but at least one of those three topics needed to be included in the poster. See appendix
b for the posters. The participants were split into five groups based on where they were sitting.
The groups had thirty minutes to work on their posters and had more time to work on it during
day three. Overall day two was an hour long.

Day Three
For this day’s opening question, they answered “What are some ways to help someone
with an invisible disability” and “What are some ways to treat someone with an invisible
disability.” The way they answered this question is by sharing out loud in the class. After I asked
them the questions, they will continue to work on their posters for forty five minutes. After time
was up, they presented their posters to the class and talked about their posters. When they were
presenting their posters, they had to answer the following questions: What topic or topics did you
choose to do, Why did you decide to do that topic, What are some things you put on your poster,
and How does it help people with an invisible disability. After everyone presented, I gave a brief
review of everything we talked about the past three days by asking them to answer these three
questions: Name one thing you learned about invisible disabilities, Name one way to help
someone with an invisible disability, and Name one way to treat someone with an invisible
disability. During the review, multiple students would raise their hand saying one thing they
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learned from each question. After we reviewed each question for the last couple of minutes, it
was the end of day three. Day three took an hour to complete.
Results
The first learning outcome was that the students would tell the difference between a
visible disability and an invisible disability. For day one, I played a game where they had to tell
me whether or not a certain symptom was part of a visible or invisible disability and asked them
the differences between a visible and invisible disability again after we played. They also had the
choice of making a poster of what an invisible disability is for day two and three. Based on the
class engagement during the game, as a group, the students were able to identify what symptom
belongs to what disability, and during the review, about twelve students of the # present raised
their hands to give their own explanation during the review; see table two for details. No
responses from the discussion were not recorded since it was a whole class discussion. When it
came to the posters, groups one and five included what an invisible disability is on their posters
and included an accurate definition to what is an invisible disability. However groups one, two,
and five did draw people in wheelchairs and amputees on their posters which is part of a visible
disability which tells me that some students may not have grasped the concept like some of their
peers; see table one for details. This learning outcome was partially met because some students
got the concept while others did not.
The second learning outcome was that participants describe different ways to help
someone with an invisible disability. To measure this, I asked students what are some other ways
to help after I gave them some examples, and they also had the option to make a poster
explaining how to help someone with an invisible disability. Based on our discussion, students
understood ways to help someone with an invisible disability and even gave specific ways to
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help someone with a certain disability like dyslexia. No responses from the discussion were not
recorded since it was a whole class discussion. For the posters, only group five included ways to
help people with an invisible disability and the actions the student put accurately tells how to
help someone with an invisible disability; see table one for details. This learning outcome was
met in my opinion due the many responses from the discussion.
For the third learning outcome, students were to describe different ways to treat an
individual with an invisible disability. To measure this, students were asked to give their own
examples after I provided some during our discussion and they also had a choice on making a
poster on ways to help someone with an invisible disability. Based on the discussion, they didn’t
get it as much as how to help based on how many examples they gave me. However, after some
more explanation and a video explaining more ways, more students were able to give more
examples. No responses from the discussion were not recorded since it was a whole class
discussion. For the poster, all five groups included ways to treat an individual with an invisible
disability. All five groups were able to write down multiple ways to treat an individual with an
invisible disability; see table one for details. Overall the learning outcome was met based on all
students including various ways to help someone with an invisible disability.
Discussion
In my opinion, most of the learning outcomes were met. The reason why I am not saying
all three were fully met is because, on some of the posters the students made, they drew people
who had a visible disability when the poster was made to spread awareness about invisible
disabilities. See appendix B for the poster. The learning outcome that they completely fulfilled
was how to treat people with an invisible disability since all five groups were able to correctly
describe how. What surprised me the most was their knowledge of disabilities and which
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disabilities they knew and did not know. They really enjoyed the little game I made on day one
and were very excited to do the poster project. Some of them even tried to make the best poster
and got really competitive when making theirs.
Even though the participants already had prior knowledge about disabilities, they didn’t
know exactly how to help or treat people before the lessons. As I explained how to help people
with an invisible disability, I also explained why it helps them; I did the same thing when it came
to how to treat people with an invisible disability. Based on the responses, they understood why a
certain action would help someone with an invisible disability and why they should be treated
like that. For example, when I asked for some other ways to help people with a disability, some
of them said how to help someone with a specific disability and explained why it would help.
Their response shows me that they developed more empathy toward people with an invisible
disability and understood why it is important to help them and treat them the right way.
I feel like I should have used more examples of different types of invisible disabilities to
add some more diversity. As mentioned before, some of them confused visible disabilities with
invisible disabilities when making the posters and when playing the visible vs. invisible game.
They said that some of the disabilities were both invisible and visible disability, which they were
not totally wrong, when some disabilities are mainly known to be invisible disabilities. So, I feel
like I should have further explained. If I could change some things, I would study and understand
more about some of the disabilities I included. One of the visible disabilities I put in was down
syndrome and the participants had not heard of it before nor have seen a person with down
syndrome. It was difficult to explain down syndrome to the participants. Another thing I would
have done differently was to include more invisible disabilities like anxiety or depression to
further show them more invisible disabilities, so they would not have been confused about the
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differences between visible and invisible disabilities. Overall, I hope this lesson expands the
participants' understanding of invisible disabilities and will help make the world a better place
for them in the future.
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Table One
Group Number

Accuracy

Group One

Mostly Accurate

Group Two

Accurate

Group Three

Accurate

Group Four

Accurate

Group Five

Mostly Accurate

Table Two
Question

Correct

Incorrect

A person who is in a
wheelchair has…

X

A person who sees Ds as Bs
has…

X

A person who has high blood
sugar levels has…

X

A person who lost their leg
has…

X

A person who has problems
following math problems
has…

X

A person who can’t stand up
straight has…

X

A person who has to walk
with a cane has…

X

A person who has seizures
has…

X

A person who can’t move

X
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their muscles anymore has…
A person who has a heart
problem has…

X

A person who can’t keep eye
contact has…
A person with down
syndrome has…

X
X
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